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Nels C Nelson
Danish-American Archaeologist
by KATHLEEN NIELSEN CARLSON

There have been many Scandinavian immigrants who
have left their hearts in the great American Southwest.
Nels Christian Nelson, a Danish-American pioneer whom
the Curator of the American Museum of Natural History
chose "as one of the eight characters who shaped American
archaeology" 1 was one of them. What captivated this
impoverished Danish teen-ager in the United States and
finally in the arid high deserts of New Mexico? ·Perhaps a
review of Mr. Nelson's life will paint a clearer picture of
this adventuresome, intelligent Danish-American.
One Emigrant's Saga

Rail service had recently been extended to the ancient
walled city of Fredericia, Denmark (1866), and ferry service to Strib (1872)2 had been newly added when Soren
and Anne Kirstine Larsdatter Nelson3 began their family.
The chilly Jutland spring had just begun on April 9, 1875,
when Nels Christian was born to this indigent farm couple
living just outside the city. 4 Little is known about the family's background or Nels' childhood, except that life
became increasingly desperate as months and years went
by, and sibling after sibling arrived in the thatched-roof
hut. Being the eldest, Nels was bound out to a neighboring
farmer at a young age. Because schooling was mandatory,
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Nels C. Nelsen excavating in Galisteo ruins, New Mexico- Ca. 1911
Photo by Jesse L. Nusbaum
Courtesy Museum of New Mexico
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Nels attended, but his attendance was minimal. The few
months he sat on the school bench were enough, however,
to open the world through books, and James Fenimore
Cooper escorted him to the regions of the New World's
Native Americans. 5 A dream of leaving the grinding
poverty and hopelessness of Danish farm-hand society
was born, and the same dream had him venturing forth
into the "wild and woolly" American west. Some of
Nelson's relatives were already there. Perhaps someday
his chance to escape would come.
Nels had just turned 17, in 18926 when a glimmer of
hope shone into the crowded Nelson cottage. An uncle
and aunt needed help on their Minnesota farm ...could
Nels come? There was no question. A steerage ticket was
bought and Nels left his parent's home, never to return.
Hope welled in the young man's heart as he sailed the
seas that his Viking ancestors had plied 1000 years before.
His life seemed ripe with possibilities. As New York
Harbor and Ellis Island swelled on the horizon, Nels
strode to the rail and cast all his old clothing overboard,
signifying his departure with his past. 5 He began his life
anew.
The overland trip to Minnesota, the center of such a vast
country, must have impressed the young man. Scenes from
Cooper's classics now had a setting. Every forest and lake
gave life to Cooper's Mohicans.
Life in Minnesota's "Little Denmark"
Hardship awaited Nels in Minnesota, however. Soon
after his arrival, Danish speaking Nels enrolled in first
grade at the local country school, but his farm work kept
him busy from pre-dawn until late at night, making regular school attendance difficult. Nels knew he needed an
education to create, or even meet, the opportunities this
huge land could offer him. He soon recognized that the
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social structure of the little Danish American settlement
was not much different than the system he had escaped in
Denmark He had been the son of a farm hand at home,
and he was only a hired hand here. Neither station offered
hope of a change in either place. So he studied diligently,
hoping for and planning for the second emigration of his
young life.
After Nelson worked off the passage costs his relatives
had lent him, he left their home and was contracted as a
hired hand for a farmer near Marshall, Minnesota. 5 Here
he could continue a less interrupted education. Nine years
of frigid early mornings, back-breaking chores, and long
cold walks to school were interspersed with scholastic discoveries and titillations. In 1901, at age 26, he graduated
from high school.6
His intellectual prowess and academic aptitude were
well-known in his little Minnesota community. It was
assumed he would study the "learned man's" discipline -the ministry. However, a personal crisis arose when Nels'
natural zest for the study of science began to clash with the
traditional Lutheran teachings of his upbringing and those
of his adopted community. This conflict became more
defined as high school graduation approached and
passed. He finally determined that this dispute could only
be resolved by further study in a more sophisticated
atmosphere, and when the opportunity for free passage to
California (and its wealth of colleges) came his way, he
seized it. He tended livestock in a cattle car for nine days,
and after arriving in California, worked at a number of
odd jobs to establish himself. He then began working
steadily so he could attend Stanford University.
Preparation of a "Renaissance Man"

In 1901, Nels began his studies in the Stanford philosophy department, still attempting to resolve his old person-
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al conflicts between science and theology. However, the
further into the program he progressed, the more he realized his true calling was in science, and after two years of
personal conflict, set a new course in the sciences.
By 1905, Nels began to show interest in both paleontology and archaeology, finally giving expression to the interest engendered by a graphic historical display of "man's
tools" arranged in chronological order, which he had
chanced to visit at the Omaha Exposition of 18987• In 1905
he began. his first field work in the Ellis Landing Shell
Mound on San Francisco Bay's shoreline. The prominent
paleontologist, John C. Merriam, conceived and directed
the project, using the careful stratigraphic technique which
Nels had seen displayed in 1898, and which was just coming into its prime in geology, paleontology and archaeology. Nels's nature fit well into such work, and when, "...in
1906 a graduate-student friend, doubtless S. A. Barrett,
invited him to help in the excavation of a shell-heap... 116
near Ukiah, California, it was as if Nels's vision cleared,
and he saw his exciting future. Traits that had previously
been helpful, but chiefly frustrating, now found a tailored
niche. Nels's natural curiosity, his careful scientific bent,
his penchant for detail and correctness, all seemed made
for archaeology. He had found his passion.
In May, 1907, Nels completed his BL in Philosophy at
University of California, Berkeley, and the following year
his ML in Anthropology8. Throughout his academic career,
Nels had no one but himself to rely on for financial support. During his university career, he would arise at 5:00
AM every morning to work at a local bank, where he did
everything from sweep the floors to deliver the bank's
paperwork7• After completion of his Master's degree in
1908, he was employed as curatorial assistant at the
University of California, Berkeley, Museum of
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Anthropology, but maintained the bank job as well. His
physical ability was put to the test during these years, as
well as his mental, and both were found peerless. He had
learned hard lessons well early in life.

Nels C. Nelson--Professional Museum Curator
Nelson's careful work in his degree programs had
impressed the University of California so much that he
was offered, and accepted, a position as instructor of
anthropology in 1910. This position, and the curatorship
that he held concurrently, lasted until 1912.4
Nels, however, was not content to curate and instruct.
His personality made such sedentary pursuits, although
worthy, less appealing than the more adventuresome
endeavors that the American Museum of Natural History
in New York City offered him in 1912.4 So only months
after his Christmas Day marriage to Ethelyn G. Hobbs6
(Field4), he and his new bride set out for New York City,
where Nels would be Assistant Curator at the museum.
During the following 31 years, the Nelsons worked for the
museum in every comer of the globe, not only collecting
artifacts, but probably what is more important, collecting
carefully gathered supporting data, documenting everything from herbs to fossils.
Early American Museum of Natural History
Expeditions
Almost immediately upon his arrival in New York, the
American Museum of Natural History was commissioned
by Archer H. Huntington of California to send Nelson to
the Rio Grande Valley to survey the drainage between El
Paso, Texas, and Santa Fe, New Mexico, for evidences of
prehistoric occupancy. 4 Repeating this charge to modemday archaeologists always brings a gaped-mouth smirk,
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Nels Nelsen's excavations. San Cristobal ruins near Galisteo, New Mexico
Photo by Sam Hudelson
Courtesy Museum of New Mexico

since this area has one of the most dense evidences of prehistoric use in the United States. Nelson carefully read
Bandelier's work from the area, and even examined
Espejo's accounts of his travels in the area. The new Mrs.
Nelson joined her husband and such other "fathers of
Southwestern archaeology" as Leslie Spier and Earl Morris
for the summer. 4 The survey lasted less than six months,
and once the surveyors saw the abundance of ruins,
Nelson admitted it was "superficial". As the surveyors
neared Santa Fe and the end of their work, the party
entered the Galisteo Basin. "...To the east side of the Rio
Grande, Nelson ... traveled along the Rio Galisteo
and.. .located eight large ruins. The large size of those ruins
impressed Nelson greatly; their proximity and accessibility and the charming village of Galisteo attracted both him
and his wife.2" 4 As he gazed on the thousands of abandoned rooms in those ruins, hope again returned that he
could fulfill one of his goals for the trip: to establish a
chronology for the several types of ruins and numerous
styles of pottery in the Rio Grande region. 9 However, as he
investigated ruin after ruin, he found none of the trash
mounds was undisturbed enough to give a clear vertical
chronology. As the expedition's time drew to a close,
Nelson and his wife recognized the need for further work
in the thousands of ruined rooms before them. They
requested and received permission for further surveying
and excavating the next summer...and the next ...and the
next.
Nelson's Professional Life Is Established
The summer trips to the high deserts south of Santa Fe
became the Nelson's annual quest for clarification and
journey of joy. Finally in the summer of 1914, Nels found a
large, undisturbed portion of one of the largest of the
Galisteo ruins ... San Cristobal.9 Here, he believed, he could
establish the type of chronology he had been seeking. He
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left nothing to chance, painstakingly digging the most
promising portion of the ruin himself. According to Mason
he "dug the 10-foot-deep midden in levels of one foot,
gathering the sherds from each level himself so that there
would be no confusion. He then classified the sherds in
seven types and calculated their frequencies by levels. The
plotted results resembled normal distribution curves and
proved that statistical analysis of data by arbitrary levels
could indicate chronological change just as well as data
from natural strata."6 Thus Nelson began in the United
States, what had been used in geology for a number of
years----exact local sequences of occupation. Little did
Nelson realize that seventy years later, Stuart Peckham,
noted Southwestern archaeologist, would declare,
"Nelson's stratigraphic technique is as common to current
American archaeological excavations as are the trowel and
broom. Today's archaeologist...would be lost without his
excavation... and statistical analysis of potsherds and other
artifacts. His great contribution to archaeological methodology... remains unequaled. 111° Curt Schaafsma, Curator of
Anthropology at the Museum of Indian Arts and Culture
and Laboratory of Anthropology with the Museum of
New Mexico, affirms that "Nelson's work remains the
basis of all other work in the Galisteo Basin. "11 Bertha
Dutton, Southwestern ceramics connoisseur, chimes in,
"...every trained archaeologist working in the Southwest
owes his, or her, stratigraphic knowledge to Nels C.
Nelson."'
By 1916, Nelson and his wife had excavated 1705
rooms in the Galisteo Basin, extracted or documented over
5000 specimens,' and had come to a realization that these
ruins were only a sampling of the wealth of information
and cultural splendor left by the prehistoric peoples of the
Southwest. Nels had not only given life to vertical (depth)
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Mrs. Nels Nelson at their tent at their dig near Santa Fe, New Mexico
Courtesy Museum of New Mexico

stratigraphic technique, but had also verified horizontal
(dispersion) chronologies in the Galisteo basin. The
Nelsons recognized that these prehistoric structures/ ruins
needed desperately to be cared for and protected. Nelson
began using his many prestigious anthropological and
archaeological positions to present papers and to publish
in order to raise this awareness in the consciousness of the
profession in this regard. "Protect the ruins ... the fact which
most strikes the observer of today is the rapidity with
which they are deteriorating. Their preservation would
have been as sound a commercial investment as the beautification of Paris... the day is surely coming when we shall
recognize ourselves as in some measure indebted to him
[American Indian]. In that day the Indian's past culture
will have become our heritage and we shall regret having
ruthlessly destroyed all concrete evidence of it. "12
Nelson also broke from the former school of "museum
anthropology" where the amassing of great collections of
prehistoric artifacts for museums was the end. Since he
traced his fascination with archaeology to a public exhibition, be "strongly believed that the message of archaeology
should be brought to the public in the form of books, popular magazines, articles, and, most of all, interpretive displays of archaeological materials." 5.He began to emphasize
what could be learned about the nature of the creators of
the structures/ artifacts, and became a strong force in interpretive archaeology. No longer would crowds merely gape
over the numbers of the finds, they would know more
about the creative genius of prehistoric peoples, and how
they adapted to their environment. He also predicted and
expected that his work would contribute to the "elucidation of Pueblo history" .13 His primary publication in the
American Museum of Natural History's papers in 1914
were followed with updates and new finds every year
-57-
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Dr. & Mrs. Nels Nelson November camp at Arroya Honda, New Mexico- Ca. 1917
Courtesy Museum of New Mexico
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until about 1920. This essentially brought a close to his
publications about the Southwest. By that time, the
Nelsons had seen nearly every known archaeological ruin
in the state of New Mexico, from Taos to Talpa to Chaco
Canyon to El Paso. His career had been established, and
even though he would travel as far as Mongolia, the
Southwest had become his "home away from home".
Further Adventures with the American Museum of
Natural History
David Hurst Thomas, present Curator in the Department of Anthropology at the American Museum of
Natural History, described a 1925 trip to China, the first of
two, the Nelsons took as a Museum assignment. Nelson
headed a scientific team to collect every sort of material
information possible on a trip that took them "throughout
mainland China and up 400 miles of the Yangtze River in
a Chinese junk."5 Nelson's strong physical and emotional
constitution, his self-confidence, his curiosity and adaptability (in this case, a quick-witted sense of humor) on this
trip could have been left unnoticed, except for Douglas J.
Preston's following documentation, dug out of the
Museum's attic: "The expedition archeologist, Nels C.
Nelson, had a glass eye. At one point the company was
surrounded by hostile and well-armed Mongols. Nelson,
the story goes, removed his glass eye and showed it to the
natives, who fled in consternation and terror. "14
Between 1933 and 1935, Nelson investigated finds being
excavated at the University of Alaska. His previous work
with coastal remains, especially shell mounds, was helpful
in this research.
A personal side of the Nelsons was collected from
Bertha P. Dutton, 4 a pioneer southwestern archaeologist in
her own right. Dutton had moved to Santa Fe in 1938, and
spent her "avocational" time investigating the Galisteo
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ruins which had been left "untouched by field archaeologists" since Nelson's work in the late teens. She was attracted to these ruins, and spent much time there, until she was
accepted for Ph.D. work at Columbia University in 1945
and 1946. Dutton spent much research time at the
American Museum of Natural History. "There," she says, "I
became well acquainted with Nelson ... the Nelsons had
welcomed this gal from their beloved Southwest into their
home; both Mr. Nelson and his wife were delighted to hear
what I could tell of the developments in the four comers
area. They were happy to learn of my interest in the
Galisteo Basin--where they had spent their honeymoon in
camp tents and rock shelters. "4 In 1947, after completion of
her degree, Dutton initiated a "program of archaeological
mobile camps in cooperation with the national Girl Scout
organization", 15 and much of their work was executed in
the lovely Galisteo Basin.
Retirement and After
At age 68, in 1943, Nelson decided to retire from the
American Museum of Natural History. 10 Even though he
retired, and the vision in his one good eye continued to
diminish, he continued to visit his office regularly, to read,
to consult, or do research, as Dutton's narrative affirms.
Colleagues declared that even with age, Nelson's mind
was alert and wide-ranging as ever, continuing to evidence the curiosity and sharp intellect that had made his
career in the new land so successful. "Quiet and reserved,
but with a dry sense of humor, he was universally liked
and respected. His curious, inquiring mind was ever eager
for new information on almost any subject, which, however, had to satisfy a logical testing."6 By 1953 Nelson had
published at least 92 articles, giving his profession the benefit of a substantial amount of his archaeological expertise.
Travel eventually became hazardous, and reading difficult and he stayed in his apartment more and more. His
-60-

wife of many years passed away, and Nelson spent several years alone. Finally on March 5, 1964, a month short of
his 89th birthday, Nelson passed away at Lynwood
Nursing Home in New York City.4 Mason recalled, "He left
no close relatives to mourn him, but those who knew him
will remember him with great affection."6 His long-time
friend, D.R. Barton gave Nels one of the highest compliments when he remembered Nelson by saying: "The most
wonderful thing about him, I think, is that he knows when
to talk and when to keep quiet, and that is an art few people ever learn. "7
Conclusion
Nels Nelson was one of millions of Danish immigrants
who, throughout history, had landed on the shores of a
strange new land, determined to make a new life for himself.

He had been born in a country about to undergo significant social changes. Perhaps Nelson could have risen to
a status in Denmark equal to the level he attained in the
United States, but Nelson could not foresee the changes
about to overtake his homeland, and being an ambitious,
curious person, he forged a future in the most opportune
place known to him at the time----the United States.
At the same time, even though Nelson left Denmark,
many Danish traits, instilled at an early age, would not be
acculturated out during his life in the United States. His
strong work ethic, "penchant to be accurate 1116 (especially
important and helpful in his natural interest----science),
good sense of humor, adaptability under adversity, and
vision for the future were attributes he brought with him
to adulthood. His strong physical constitution enabled
him to utilize these characteristics and forge a place for
himself in the Southwestern American archaeological
world, and indeed in the history of world archaeology.
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